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the site looks somewhat like the Mesabi pits in Minnesota upside down.
West Virginia's economy rests fundamentally on coal; the state is first in the nation in bituminous coal production. For this reason among others, John L. Lewis, though he doesn't live there, is a powerful local personality. West Virginia has no fewer than 117,000 miners, who belong to the United Mine Workers to a man; coal is a billion-dollar industry, and 117,000 miners make a lot of voters for so comparatively small a state. Coal is one of the most competitive industries on earth. Most of the great coal properties were bought originally by men who had no idea that coal was there. They bought for timber on the face of the land. Ownership today is divided among a good many rivals; the largest company doesn't control more than one-eighth of the total state production. One important factor is Koppers (Mellon interests) and all the railroads that cross the state, like Chesapeake & Ohio and Norfolk & Western, are closely involved in coal; several have their own "captive" mines. Two or three of the biggest coal companies are eastern owned, but West Virginia doesn't complain about "colonial economy" as much as do western and southern states. The profits may leak out but most of the wages stay, and are spent inside West Virginia. Coal is overwhelmingly the biggest distributor of wages in the state; the labor bill last year amounted to more than 300 million dollars.
From this we may turn to a contrasting sylvan note. West Virginia must be the only place in the union where bears are still hunted with dogs. Also in Watoga State Park near the Virginia line, deer may in theory be shot by bow and arrow; archers, that is, are allowed a week's season before the regular open season. But no archer has ever actually brought down a deer.5
Politically, for obvious reasons, West Virginia is a sharply riven state. It was mostly Democratic from the Civil War to 1896, and then Republican most of the time until Roosevelt; FDR carried it all four times he ran. The chief pressure groups, aside from the coal interests and the miners, are the power companies, the railroads, and the West Virginia Manufacturers Association. Politics are very personal, and complex family and other loyalties play a considerable role. The most distinguished West Virginian in politics today is Senator Harley M. Kilgore, whom we shall view in another place. The governor, Clarence W. Meadows, was born in the coal fields and, after a career as a lawyer, became attorney general and circuit judge. Kilgore was his scoutmaster when he
5 West Virginia has a peculiar gun-toting law, by the way. Homicides among the backwoodsmen used to be disconcertingly numerous, so a law was passed whereby no citizen may carry arms except by permission of the local court, and after a sizable bond is posted.